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@ A communication system for processing Infor- 
mation for distribution, including: a central data sta- 
tion, a plurality of user stations, a communication linl< 
interconnecting the user stations with the central 
data station, each the user station including means 
for assessing the central station, the central data 
station including a data base of usage information 
and billing data, the central station including means 
for accessing the user station usage data base, the 
central data station including means responsive to 
the user usage pattern for calculating a billing data 
means for transmitting the billing data to the station, 
the billing data including a billing plan based upon 
the usage infonmation of the user and the projected 
^ usage calculated from the central station data base 
hn accordance with tiie user data base. 
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FLEXIBLE BILLING RATE FOR MAIL COMMUNICATION SYSTEMS 



This invention relates to mail processing, and 
specifically to innprovements in mail processing 
systems, which will relieve central postage facilities 
of certain mail handling tasks. 

The United States currently has the world. s 
largest postal system. The U.S. Post Offices cur- 
rently handle in excess of 100 billion pieces of mail 
per year, about half the total volume handled 
throughout the world. The servicing of mail delivery 
involves three essential steps; collection, sorting 
and delivery. Collection takes place through a se- 
ries of post offices spread throughout the United 
States. The United States has about 30,000 post 
offices that provide mail services in addition to 
9.000 smaller postal centers which provide some 
kind of some type of mail service. Postal employ- 
ees typically take letters and packages from mail 
box facilities to the nearest local office where it is 
accumulated for the sorting procedure. At the post 
office, postal clerks remove collected mail from 
sacks, bundle packages and segregate mail by 
size and class into separate categories. The mail 
travels by truck from local post offices to a central 
facility known as a sectional center. The United 
States has 264 sectional centers, some of which 
serve hundreds of local post offices. The sectional 
center processes nearly all the mail coming or 
going from its region. At the sectional center, high 
speed automated equipment soils large volumes of 
mail. The postal service currently uses two sorting 
systems. One system is devoted to letters and 
other first class mail, and the other system, for bulk 
mailing, is used to sort packages, magazines ad- 
vertising, circulars and other large mails. The letter 
sorter process involves manually moving mail 
sacks onto moving conveyor belts, which carry the 
mail to. a machine called an edger-feeder which 
sorts it according to envelope size. The postal 
service regulates the size of envelopes to make 
such mechanical sorting easier. The edger-feeder 
feeds the letters into another machine known as a 
facer-cancellor. Sensing devices of the facer-can- 
cellor determine where the stamp is located on the 
envelope, and enable the machine to arrange the 
letters so that they all face in the same direction. 
The cancelling portion of the mechanism then can- 
cels the stamp by printing black lines and the like 
over it so that it cannot be used again. The ma- 
chine also prints a postmark on the envelope, in- 
cluding the date, the name of the sectional center, 
an abbreviation for the state and a three, four or 
five-number zip code. In addition, the postmark 
records the time period during which the letter was 
received at the post office. A computerized ma- 
chine known as a zip mail translator sorts the 



postmarked letters according to the their destina- 
tion post office. Postal workers selectively activate 
the machine.s keyboard to send each letter on a 
conveyor belt into one of hundreds of bins. Each 
5 bin holds mall for a different post office. Mail ad- 
dressed to locations outside the regions served by 
the sectional center are transported by truck, air- 
plane or train to other sectional centers for further 
sorting. Final ly, postal clerks hand sort mail for the 
70 area served by the sectional center into bundles for 
each delivery route. The zip mail translators in 
some postal areas have been replaced by more 
advanced computerized machines called optica! 
character readers which read the zip code on the 
75 letter, and pass the mail to another machine that 
places a series of marks known as bar codes onto 
the envelope. Additional mechanisms read the bar 
code and sort mail according to the regions in- 
dicated by said bar code. Mail addressed to loca- 
20 tions within the regions served by the section cen- 
ter is sorted again by other bar code readers 
according to destination post office and then ac- 
cording to delivery route. An expanded nine-num- 
ber zip code, chiefly for use by high-volume mail- 
2S ers. enables the post office to substantially reduce 
some of these essential time consuming and exten- 
sive sorting services. The same processes apply to 
sorting bulk mail. Current estimates indicate that 
the foregoing processing tasks necessarily involve 
30 in excess of half a million employees. Cost of 
maintaining and supporting sorting services at the 
central post office facilities, even including large 
scale use of automated equipment, has become 
staggering. Projections of substantial increases in 
35 volumes of mail being transporting through central 
facilities, even with the advent of private delivery, 
telecommunications services, facsimile services 
and the like indicate that a rapid expansion will be 
required of such facilities. Since the postal service 
40 is a private corporation and is expected to become 
self-supporting, rapidly advancing postal rates 
place greater and greater burdens on both users 
and the postal service in order to support such 
volumes of mail. In recognition of capabilities of 
45 certain high volume users to provide services to 
central postal facilities, which services may im- 
prove efficiency and reduce the amount of pro- 
cessing time required by the central serving facili- 
ties, the U.S. Postal Service offers substantial re- 
so ductions in rates, provided that a user comply with 
certain requirements which will allow the U.S. 
Postal Service to take advantage of certain user- 
provided facilities to reduce its own work load. The 
concept of work sharing, wherein a user provides 
certain of the processing activities prior to de- 
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livering the mail to the central postal facilities has 
been proposed and is therefore a positive innova- 
tion in the field of mall processing which may have 
a substantial impact in the future implemention of 
mail services. 

However, placing a burden on the user to pro- 
vide certain of the facilities and services which the 
U.S. central post office facilities now provide is an 
equally heavy burden for the user, and must be 
done in a manner which permits the user to realize 
substantial savings with its own increased work 
toad by taking advantage of the reduced postal 
service rates while not exceeding the reduction in 
rates by the serving costs of providing such ser- 
vices on its own. 

The Postal Service has already recognized the 
ability of users to preprocess certain kinds of mail 
and will accept mail in bulk delivered from a pro- 
cessor along with certification that its procedures 
have been complied with, and will accept such 
certification as prima facia justification for reduction 
in postal service rates. Thus, for example, manifest 
systems, wherein a manifest is provided to the 
central post office representative of a group of 
documents preprocessed by the user, are already 
known and do allow the user to realize a substantial 
reduction in rate. However, a large number of addi- 
tional services, aside from manifesting services, 
may also be provided by the user and accepted as 
such by the central processing facility of the postal 
service in exchange for rate reductions. These ad- 
ditional services, however, require interface com- 
munications between the central service and the 
user so as to maintain within the user's facility 
information regarding internal postal procedures, 
such as rates, volume, quantity discounts and the 
like in order for the central post office facility to 
accept as valid a certification by the user that 
certain procedures mandated by the Postal Service 
have been complied with. The automation of such 
processing, through the use of telephone or other 
data communication links, is essential to the suc- 
cessful operation of such a system. 

It is therefore the principal object of the present 
invention to provide a system and apparatus within 
a user facility which will both operate and maintain, 
in current fashion, certain preprocessing facilities 
which can be certified and accepted as properly 
performed via such certification by the central pro- 
cessing facilities of the U.S. Postal Service in order 
to qualify for substantial reductions in rate by the 
use of bidirectional commu nication links. ai\6 in so 
doing to utilize the communication link to augment 
and update data base facilities at the user and 
base stations so that facilitation of user limited 
facilities may be expanded beyond the user capac- 
ity by interaction with the larger central station. 
Systems relating to work share features are 



discussed in the E.P.C. application No. 89308561 .3 
and U.S. Patent 4.713,761. Tfie applications relate 
to the concept of using certain limited user pro- 
vided services but do not encompass the full range 

5 of work sharing and data sharing services concepts 
presented herein. The U.S. patent relates to ac- 
counting and billing and does not solve the prol> 
lem of relieving the postal service of substantial 
service burdens in an effective manner. 

10 The present invention relates to a method and 

apparatus for work sharing including information 
sharing between participants as well as self-con- 
tained automated processing facilities relative to 
specific requirements set forth by the Postal Ser- 

75 vice along with certification of compliance with 
such requirements acceptable to the Postal Ser- 
vice. 

Specific certification requirements include ana- 
lysis by the user of mail composition, currently 

20 known as 3602 Informa tion, in accordance with the 
specific form currently employed by the post office 
facilities for such information, such composition 
including weight, volume, classifications, carrier 
route information, zip code, appropriate bar code, 

25 designations, and rate. In addition, other services 
such as extended presort coding addressing, accu- 
racy of presorts, classification of mailpiece type for 
machine readability, accuracy of weight and vol- 
ume in accordance with predesignated discount 

30 rates set by the Postal Service in accordance with 
such factors, and ultimately payment and billing, 
are all facilities which may be incorporated within a 
user facility. Incorporation of such information with- 
in a user facility, coupled with intercommunication 

35 capability between such user facility and a central 
postal facility, gives certain additional advantages 
to tx)th user and postal facility which are inherent 
in the nature of information processing. Thus, the 
user facility may keep track for accounting pur- 

40 poses of its mailing and other processing as well 
as funding and volume uses, while the Postal Ser- 
vice may employ intercommunication with many of 
these user units to forecast workloads, transporta- 
tion requirements, the management of asset inver>- 

45 tory. the creation of mailer profiles, and other in- 
formation which may be employable to establish 
process controlling to t>etter manage the U.S. 
Postal Service resources. In addition, by making 
certain requirements of the user equipment, the 

so requirement of range of operatbn of the central 
service facility equipment may be substantially nar- 
rowed. Thus, common fonts may be provided 
through user equipment which will reduce the re- 
quirement of central service facilities to have muh 

55 tiple font capability in optical character recognition. 

The maintenance of a two-way communk:ation 
Jink between the central station and each of the 
user facilities permits the central station to keep a 
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permanent record, available for inspection by the 
U.S. Postal Service, and which may be employed 
to confirm uses of any of the local users by cross- 
check, of each of the elements of data which will 
be considered essential to any specific user ap- 
plication. Thus, each of the user applications are 
also designed to apply postage, central accounting 
and data facilities may be employed to keep track 
of each users postage requirements. This may also 
employ two-way charging and recharging of local 
postage meters from the central station, also under 
authority from the U.S. Postal Service, and as have 
been previously disclosed in prior art remote re- 
charging systems currently in use. Thus, during the 
on-line periods, multiple quantities of data may be 
exchanged between the central station and the 
local user. Thus, the present invention also pro- 
vides in one embodiment for the employment of a 
central station with multiple processing ability, ca- 
pable of high speed data interchange between plu- 
ralities of remote local units and itself, and pos- 
sessing the further capability internally of correlat- 
ing data culled from each of the remote users 
which may be employed both for statistical pur- 
poses and for the purposes of moderating usage 
by each of the local users and for insuring compli- 
ance with the latest U.S. Postal Service rules, regu- 
lations and certification procedures for work shar- 
ing. 

The data center billing/ordering system is inter- 
linked with the user to allow a selection of sale, 
rental, lease, service charge, click fee charges, 
reset/usage fee charges or supply charges. The 
user and a data center sales representative Inter- 
actively access a comprehensive billing system 
data base. The billing system data base, which 
incorporates live data used by the data center to 
generate its actual invoices, is utilized to configure 
a billing plan for a potential customer based upon 
his needs and financial situation. The billing can be 
a combination of sale, rental and click charges or 
service fees, resetting fees and sales, etc. The 
system can also be linked to external credit and 
the data center to enable leasing of capital equip- 
ment. The invention includes the modifying of the 
billing arrangement with time either due to changed 
financial conditions of the customer or because of 
the addition of services and equipment. Commu- 
nication by data link is used in conjunction with real 
tinne communication to insure proper satisfaction of 
the customer needs. Communication in contrast 
may also be by means of a code or other form with 
the relevant information transmitted in encrypted 
format The information may be scanned and used 
to automatically set the postal equipment at the 
user site to proper settings, both for postage and 
for usage scheduling, without direct user interver>- 
tion, thus enhancing security and efficiency. 



The foregoing brief description and summary 
of the invention will become more apparent from 
the following more detailed description of the in- 
vention, accompanied by the attached figures, 
5 wherein: 

Figure 1 is a functional block diagram illus- 
trating the relationship between the data center, the 
U.S. Postal Service, and the local users; 

Figure 2 is a more detailed block diagram 
10 illustrating a data center. 

Figure 3 is a more detailed block diagram 
illustrating a user station. 

Rgure 4a. 4b. 5a and 5b are flow charts 
illustrating the operation of Figures 2 and 3. 
IS With reference to Figure 1, a plurality of user 

stations designated as Ui, U2».U„, and identified as 
10. 12 and 14 are shown. It will be understood that 
multiple user stations are possible in excess of the 
three shown, and that these are shown by way of 
20 example only. These stations are coupled by 
means of an interconnection network, illustrated 
generally at 16. to the data center 18. which in turn 
may be appropriately coupled by means of a se- 
cure line or the like to the U.S. Postal Service 20. 
25 The data center is a facility run by a commercial 
operation, such as Pitney Bowes, Inc., the assignee 
of the present invention. Each of the blocks 10. 12. 
14. 18 and 20 contemplate the use of data pro- 
cessing components, each appropriately interlinked 
30 by means of high speed telecommunication links or 
the like for the purposes of exchanging information. 
It is also contemplated within the scope of the 
invention that the U.S. Postal Service will maintain 
an appropriate computer facility, not otherwise de- 
36 scribed herein, which will possess the capability of 
uploading and downloading specific pieces of in- 
formation upon request by the data center, and 
relating to appropriate postal rules arwi regulations 
which will effect the use of certain discounts in 
40 mailing postal rates, as well as other factors neces- 
sary for the concept of shared work services which 
will be certified by each of the individual user 
stations in order to qualify for reduced rate require- 
ments when mail is received in the U.S. Postal 
45 Service facilities. The communication link is also 
contemplated as a two-way link between units 18 
and 20. wherein the U.S. Postal Service will have 
the capability of monitoring specific operations 
within the data center in order to ensure that the 
so data center is operational in accordance with rules 
and requirements which may be imposed by the 
Postal Service from time to time. The monitoring 
operation is a periodic unscheduled communicaticn 
link examination of certain storage areas of acces- 
55 sed memory locations for confirming proper oper- 
ations. Of course, visual on site inspections and 
examinations may also be made. 

With reference to Figure 2, a more detailed 
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functional component relationship of the data cen- 
ter is illustrated. Thus, the data center includes a 
first data channel 30 which includes a CPU 32 
having a program memory 34, a keyboard 36 and 
an appropriate display 38 coupled thereto. Data 
communication link 40 interconnects CPU 32 to the 
U.S. Postal Service 20. The user units 10 are 
coupled via appropriate telecommunication data 
links 42 to a second data channel 44 which in- 
cludes a CPU 46, a program memory 48. a key- 
board 50 and an appropriate display 52. The CPU 
is coupled to the data links 42 by means of a multi- 
channel I/O device 54 capable of high speed data 
communication. 

In operation, two-way communication between 
the data channel 30 and the U.S. Postal Service 20 
provides a continuous interchange of information 
regarding updates of U.S. Postal Service rules and 
regulations required for the continuous certification 
use by the local users 10. In addition, the data 
channel 30 may also be manually interrogated by 
means of keyboard 36 for inquiring of the Postal 
Service for specific information which may be em- 
ployed with regard to compliance with certifica- 
tions, the answering of specific data questions, or 
other uses requiring specific interrogation by 
means of the central station to the U.S. Postal 
Service. Since the U.S. Postal Service link is a two- 
way communication over channel line 40, it is pos- 
sible through this link for the U.S. Postal Service to 
interrogate and monitor the operation of the first 
data channel 30 and the second data channel 44. 
for compliance with quality control and other secu- 
rity compliances which may be required by the 
U.S. Postal Service. 

Turning now to the second data channel 44, 
high speed continuous two way with respect to 
continuous update of U.S. Postal Service require- 
ments for certification, servicing and diagnostics, 
training, and other information interchange, are ef- 
fected by means of the CPU 46 operating through 
the high speed data channel 54 interfaced along 
with communication lines 42 to the multiple user 
network U1 , U2...Un. Operating under control of the 
program memory 48, the CPU 44 is contemplated 
as a high speed multiple processing information 
apparatus of conventional design such an IBM 
3083 or a DCVAX unit which may handle multiple 
requests from any one or more of the users a- 
multaneously through the multiple channel I/O de- 
vice. Keyboard 50 and display 52 may be utilized 
for manual information interchange between any of 
the local users and the information operator. Al- 
though only a single keyboard display unit Is illus- 
trated, it will be understood that dataline 58 is a 
schematic representation of the existence of a mul- 
tiple number of display keyboard comt»nations 
evidencing the use at the central station of a plural- 



ity of key operators available to answer user ques- 
tions upon Interrogation. 

Referring to Figure 3. the function block dia- 
gram illustrating the interrelationship of compo- 

5 nents within each individual user station is illus- 
trated. The central user station operates under the 
control of a CPU 60, which includes a RAM mem- 
ory and appropriate control registers. Coupled to 
the CPU 60 is a program memory 62 which defines 

10 the essential function of the system, including up- 
dating instructions and rates used in the local user 
units.' diagnostic monitoring, a two-way commu- 
nication link establishing a tracking facility utilizing 
the encryptic key represented by the certification, 

75 and interface capabilities with respect to the central 
station for the downloading of training information 
which enable operators at local stations to under- 
stand and comply with specific requirements im- 
posed by the U.S. Postal Service with respect to 

20 the certification process. Coupled to the CPU 60 
are a keyboard 64 for the manual entry of data 
requests and other information into the CPU, dis- 
play unit 66 and an I/O channel 68 coupled by 
means of a data link 70 to the central station 18. 

25 Accounting information and funding to the local 
user 10 IS effected through the data link 70 from 
the central station 18 to the remote recharger 
mechanism 72. operating in accordance with con- 
ventional recharging techniques, such as is dis- 

30 Closed in U.S. Patent No. 4,097.923 issued to Ec- 
kert. Jr. et al. and assigned to the assignee of the 
present application. Remote recharging unit 72 
charges a descending register 74, in conventional 
manner, which keeps track of descending balances 

35 charged from time to time in accordance with mail 
requirements. Non-volatile memory unit 76 is em- 
ployed to maintain security of information during 
periods of time when local user unit 10 is not 
operating. Non-volatile memory 76 receives de- 

40 scending register balances as part of a shutdown 
routine, along with other security data which may 
be applied from the active memory of the CPU 60. 
One of the features of the central unit 10 is that the 
remote recharging operation carried on in remote 

45 recharging circuit 72 is maintained through the data 
link 70 to the central station 18, and operates 
independentiy of the OFF/ON status of the local 
user unit 10 for monitoring purposes. Thus, even if 
the local unit 10 is turned off, central station 18 

50 through data link 70 may inquire through the re- 
mote recharging unit of the status of certain pieces 
of information which are maintained either in the 
RAM memory portion of the CPU 60 during on- 
times of tiie unit 10 or in the non-volatile memory 

55 76 during inactive status periods. 

The concepts of work sharing entail the perfor- 
mance of certain postal service functions by the 
user in a secure manner so as to enable the user 
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to apply not only postage but to also apply cer- 
tification, as an innprint on ttie mail piece* which will 
be accepted by the postal service as indicating that 
the services certified were in fact performed by the 
user and thus enable the user to be entitled to 
further mail rate reductions. Communication in con- 
trast may also be by means of a code or other 
form with the relevant information transmitted in 
encrypted format. The information may be scanned 
and used to automatically set the postal equipment 
at the user site to proper settings, both for postage 
and for usage scheduling, without direct user inter- 
vention, thus enhancing security and efficiency. 

Certification Information is provided to the CPU 
through a plurality of inputs along a mail path 
designated as 78. Mailpiece documents which are 
stacked in appropriate feeder-stacker unit 80 are. 
under control of CPU 60 through feeder-unit 82. 
driven along the mail path 78. past OCR unit 84 
where printed material on the mailpiece is read, 
past counter station 86 where individual pieces are 
counted, to the scale unit 88 where the mailpiece Is 
weighed, and thence to a metering station 90 for 
ap plication of appropriate postage and finally to a 
certification station 92 where appropriate certifica- 
tion stamps may be placed on the mailpiece to 
indicate compliance of the mailpiece with all the 
criteria that have been set under work sharing 
requirements required under the U.S. Postal Ser- 
vice regulations. Since the unit may be capable of 
handling prefranked mail, a meter bypass network 
94 operating under control of the CPU, provides for 
bypassing of the mailpiece of the metering station 
90 without the necessary application of additional 
postage. Problems encountered in short-weight 
rhail may be adjusted by appropriate decrement of 
the descending register balance in descending reg- 
ister 74 under program control through CPU 60, 
based upon differences detected by the computer 
between applicable postage rate requirements and 
the actual mail run being passed through the user 
station 10. An example of short-weight mail is dis- 
closed in E.P.C. application filed herewith, claiming 
priority from U.S. 285.146 filed 18 December 1988. 

The data center billing/ordering system is inter- 
linked with the user to allow a selection of sale, 
rental, lease, service charge, click fee charges, 
reset/usage fee charges or supply charges. The 
user and a data center sales representative inter- 
actively access a comprehensive jbilling system 
data base. The billing system data base, which 
incorporates live data used by the data center to 
generate its actual invoices, is utilized to configure 
a billing plan for a potential customer based upon 
his needs and financial situation. The billing can be 
a combination of sale, rental and click charges or 
service fees, resetting fees and sales, etc. The 
system can also be linked to external credit and 
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the data center to enable leasing of capital equip- 
ment. The invention includes the modifying of the 
billing arrangement with time either due to changed 
financial conditions of the customer or because of 
5 the addition of services and equipment. Commu- 
nication by data link is used in conjunction with real 
time communication to insure proper satisfaction of 
the customer needs. 

Referring to Fig. 4a and 4b. flow charts illus- 
70 trating the operation of the foregoing described 
sequence are set forth. Fig. 4a illustrates the pro- 
gram setting forth the flow in the user central 
processor whereas Fig. 4b sets forth the program- 
ming flow in the central data unit. The flow charts 
75 are arranged in parallel format so as to facilitate 
ease of understanding of the relationships between 
the two flow charts based upon communications 
between the user and the central data unit. Refer- 
ring first to Fig. 4a, the implementation first begins 
20 with a request for service initiated by the user over 
the data link. The service request will involve the 
transmission of an identification number or code 
from the user unit which will be analyzed and 
authenticated by the data center. Upon receipt of 
25 an acknowledgment signal, the user then initiates a 
request for a billing plan. In response, the data 
center processes such a request and in response 
transmits back a request for usage to the user unit. 
The user unit then accesses its usage data base 
30 and next accesses its user input on anticipated 
usage over a future time period. This data is then 
transmitted to the central unit where it is processed 
by tiie central unit and in response the central unit 
transmits back a biding plan which is received in 
35 the user unit. The user may accept the billing plan, 
and as indicated in the decision block by a Y 
output, if acceptance is affirmed, the same is trans- 
mitted back to the central data unit, which is then 
received and acknowledged by the user unit and 
40 the user unit is then disconnected. However, if the 
user does not accept the proposed billing plan, 
indicated by the N branch on the decision block 
after acceptance check, the data center recateu- 
lates the billing plan and retransmits it back to the 
45 user unit where it is received by the user. Next, the 
user is allowed an online request option, allowing 
the user to interface directly with the data center. If 
the user does not accept the online request, in- 
dicated by the N line on the decision bk)ck follow- 
so ing the on line request block, the receiving unit at 
the user station recycles through the acceptance 
procedure and the cycles noted before 
hereinabove are repeated. If the user accepts the 
on tine request, indicated by the Y output line of 
55 the decision block following the on line request 
block, the program continuing to Fig. 5a, indicated 
by branch line 1, next goes on line and several 
options are then presented to the user. The on line 

6 



11 



EP 0 373 970 A2 



12 



option allows for direct communication as by live 
voice communication with the data center, the end 
of which provides two options to the user. The first 
option, indicated by branch point 2, causes the 
user unit to branch back to the receive billing plan 
step, on the presumption that the intercommunica- 
tion between the user and the data center has 
resulted in a new billing plan which will t>e presum- 
ably acceptable to the user. Alternatively, a non- 
acceptance or nor>-completion of the billing pro- 
gram will branch the point free, which is shown in 
Fig. 4a. will result ultimately in a disconnect 

Referring to Fig. 4b. the operation o1 the data 
center will be illustrated in some detail. First, the 
data center receives a service request over a trans- 
mission line. The customer is identified and the 
data center accesses the billing data base pro- 
gram. Next, the data center requests the usage 
data from the user unit, and then requests the 
planned usage data which is to be the subject of 
the billing program. The data center then accesses 
its own data base, which data base incorporates 
the data actually used by the data center to ger>- 
erate its actual invoices in order to configure a 
billing plan for the customer based upon need and 
financial situation. The data center, based upon all 
of the foregoing considerations, then calculates the 
billing plan and transmits the billing plan to the 
user. The response by the user in the user accep- 
tance block as indicated in the following decision 
block is either a yes or a no. In the event that the 
user accepts the billing plan, the data center ac- 
knowledges the acceptance and stores the billing 
plan in its own memory for later actual billing to the 
customer based upon such billing plan, and then 
terminates the connection. In the event the cus- 
tomer does not accept the billing plan, the program 
branches through branch point 1, to Rg. 5b 
wherein the program then recalculates a billing 
plan and transmits the recalculated billing plan for 
acceptance. If the user again does not accept the 
billing plan, the data center awaits an on line re- 
quest. If an on line request if not received, the 
program branches back to the recalculation and the 
data center again recalculates the billing plan for 
proposed user acceptance: If an on line request is 
made, then according to decision block following 
the on line request, the on line operation occurs 
allowing for a live interaction between the data 
center and the user. At termination of this proce- 
dure, the user is offered two options, as was ex- 
plained in conjunction with Rg. 5a, If the user 
accepts option 3. the data center branches back to 
retransmission of the billing plan and the cycle 
repeats. If the user accepts option 4, the transac- 
tion is terminated and the user disconnected. If 
there is user acceptance of the recalculation, in- 
dicated by the Y branch of the decision bk>ck 



following user acceptance, the program branches 
through point 2. to Fig. 4b, where the recalculated 
billing plan is stored for billing and the call then 
terminated. 

5 Although not set forth In detail in the foregoing 

flow chart it will be apparent that variations in the 
on line requests and the number of recalculation 
plans submitted automatically to the user may be 
varied in accordance with specific user require- 

70 ments. It will also be understood that the user may 
interact directly with the data center without the 
necessity for on line transmission by virtue of his 
keyboard unit at the user statiorr which will allow 
the user to request different billing formats, such as 

15 lower monthly payments or longer credit terms, or 
other billing options which may be available in 
accordance with data center transmissions. These 
may be automatically displayed on a screen utiliz- 
ing menu formats allowing the user to step through 

20 various menu selections and may be utilized by the 
data center for the purpose of recalculating billing 
programs based upon such user input require- 
ments. 

The foregoing preferred embodiment may be 
25 varied within the spirit and scope of the Invention, 
the expression of which is set forth in the appen- 
ded claims. 

This specification was originally drafted for a 
U.S. patent application. References herein to the 
30 U.S. Postal Service should be treated as referring, 
where appropriate, to any other relevant postal 
service. 



35 Claims 

1 . A system comprising: a central data station, 
a plurality of user stations, a communication link 
interconnecting said user stations with said central 

40 data station, each of said user stations including a 
usage database and means for accessing said cen- 
tral data station, said central data station including 
a database for usage information and billing data, 
said central data station including means for acces- 

45 sing at least one of said user station's usage 
database and for analysing said user station's us- 
age data to establish certain usage patterns, said 
central data station including means responsive to 
the established usage pattern for calculating billing 

50 data including a billing plan based upon said usage 
pattern, and means for transmitting the billing data 
to said user's station. 

2. A system as claimed in claim 1 , wherein the 
billing plan is based upon current usage and pre- 
ss jected usage calculated from said central data sta- 
tion database in accordance with said user 
database. 

3. A system as claimed in claim 1 or 2, 
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wherein said central data station Is operable to 
access each of said user stations' usage databases 
to analyse each user station's usage data. 

4. A systenn of any preceding claim, wherein 
each user station irxrludes means for rejecting a 5 
billing plan transmitted to it by the central data 
station, means responsive to said rejection for ini- 
tiating an on-line mode, and means responsive to 
termination of said on-line mode, and means for 
retransmitting a second set of billing data. io 

5. A system of any preceding claim, wherein 
said means for accessing the user station's usage 
database comprises a central processing unit and a 
multi-channel I/O device connected to an output of 

said central processing unit and capable of high 75 
speed data communication. 

6. A communication system of any preceding 
claim, wherein said responsive to said user usage 
pattern for calculating a billing data including a 
billing data plan comprises a central processing so 
unit and a program memory connected to said 
central processing unit. 

7. The system of any preceding claim, further 
comprising a central processing unit, and a two- 
way telecommunications link to a postal authority. 25 
whereby the postal authority can. monitor specific 
operations within said central data station to ensure 

that said centra) data station is operational in accor- 
dance with rules and requirements of the postal 
authority. 30 

8. The system of claim 7. wherein said central 
data station comprises means for inquiring of the 
postal authority as to specific information with re- 
gard to compliance with certifications, the answer- 
ing of specific data questions, and other uses re- 35 
quiring specific interrogation by means of said cen- 
tral data station to the postal authority. 

9. The communication system of claim 8. 
wherein said input comprises a keyboard. 

1 0. A mail processing system, comprising: 40 

(a) a central data station having a database 
of information representing equipment and service 
needs and cost thereof correlated to various mailer 
usage patterns. 

(b) a plurality of user stations at facilities for 45 
conducting local mail processing functions using 
equipment or services available from a supplier, 

(c) a communication link interconnecting 
each of said user stations with said central station. 

(d) each user station having means for inter- so 
rogating said central station via said link and in 
response to inquiries from said central station 
transmitting via said link to the central station its 

own mailer usage pattern and needs. 

(e) means at said central station in response 55 
to usage pattern information from a user station to 
create from its database and transmit via said link 
back to the user a billing plan customized to the 



usage pattem and user needs and providing for 
said billing necessary equipment or services to 
enable the user to carry out its required mail pro- 
cessing, 

(f) means at said central station for respond- 
ing to the user's acceptance of the billing plan for 
providing to the user the mailing equipment or 
services pursuant to the billing plan and automati- 
cally billing the said user via said link in accor- 
dance with said accepted billing plan. 

11, A communication system for setting billing 
plans for a user facility from a central facility in 
accordance with a rate controlled infonmation dis- 
tribution arrangement, the system employing a 
method comprising the steps of: 
electronically transmitting over a data link a past 
history to said central facility from said user facility; 
electronically transmitting over a data link a future 
usage projection to said central facility from said 
user facility; 

receiving at said user facility a projected billing 
program based on said usage data; 
displaying said projected billing program to a user 
station operator for acceptance; 
responding at said central facility to rejection of 
said billing program by recalculation and retrans- 
mission thereof; and responding at said central 
facility to acceptance thereof by entering same into 
said central data station for future billing. 

12. A communication system for setting billing 
plans for a user mailer facility from a central facility 
in accordance with the user's requirements for 
equipment or service from a supplier, the system 
employing a method comprising the steps of: 

(a) establishing a communication link be- 
tween the user and the central facility, 

(b) said central facility having a database of 
information representing needed equipment and 
services correlated to mailer usage patterns. 

(c) establishing a billing plan session with 
the central facility. 

(d) the user electronically transmitting over 
the communication link its mailer usage history to 
said central facility including future usage projec- 
tion, 

(e) the central facility creating from its 
database a proposed billing plan based on said 
mailer usage history and transmitting said pro- 
posed billing plan to said user station for accep- 
tance. 

(f) maintaining the billing plan session until 
the user accepts or terminates the session, 

(g) upon acceptance by the user, setting in 
motion the procedures for providing ttie accepting 
user with the equipment and services pursuant to 
the accepted billing plan and storing the accepted 
billing plan for future billing of the user for said 
equipment and services. 
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